Abstract. Information 
Introduction
Internet is one of the most important innovations, but also one of the most fascinating developments in the information age. Its emergence is a direct consequence of dramatic advances in information and communication technologies. There is no doubt that today the Internet is one of the key drivers of change in all segments of society.
According to Habeck [5] the Internet can be simply defined as a network of inter-connected computers all over the world, or as a network of computer networks. A more precise definition is given by Bermejo [2] . He sees the Internet as a series of computer networks that communicate among themselves through a series of protocols or languages and support a series of tools and make it possible to establish different types of communication processes. Apart from the technological aspect, the social dimension of the Internet is especially important. In that sense Kim et al. [11] conclude that the Internet is a social phenomenon that has changed and continues to change how humans communicate, work, conduct businesses, etc. The authors believe that it has redefined expectations on the possibilities of interactions between humans, between computers and humans, and between computers.
For the past fifteen years the Internet has also strongly influenced the transformation process of the entire education system. Although these changes are most noticeable in highly developed societies, they have not bypassed the poorer countries. Implications of Internet usage are varied and numerous at all levels of education. Among other things, the Internet has initiated changes in the curricula, teaching practices and ways of finding information. It would not be wrong to say that the Internet and other modern technology tools are causing dramatic shifts in the way students learn and teachers teach. Because it enables virtual communication independent of time and place, according to Bates and Sangrà [1] , the Internet is a paradigm shift for teaching and learning, to which institutions, administrators, and instructors are still struggling to adopt. Brown [3] feels that one of the most powerful effects of using the Internet for teaching and learning has been its ability to produce virtual communities that link people together and form cohesive groups.
Taking into account the importance of the Internet in education, this research sought to establish to what extent Croatian polytechnic students use the Internet as a learning support. In addition, it also tried to determine how well prepared Croatian polytechnic students are for participation in knowledge management. As a primary source of data and information, as well as means of sharing those data, the Internet is today a basic knowledge management tool, whereas higher education institutions are by their own nature its nucleus. Given the fact that in an organization today, the Internet is extensively used for handling knowledge management issues, Manjunath [12] concludes that it plays an important role in every step of the knowledge management, including the knowledge extraction, transfer and sharing. Therefore, unless they have Internet access or if they fail to use it adequately, students cannot take an active role in a knowledge management project.
A brief overview of recent research
From its beginnings, the Internet has raised significant interest of the academic community. A number of publications are dedicated to the analysis of different aspects of its usage. In further text we give a brief overview of research conducted in the past few years, which focused on the use of Internet by students in the learning process.
In order to assess patterns of Internet use, Johnson [7] took as a sample students of a Canadian college. Her results describe college students, with rare exception, as Internet users. The author also found that the majority of college students frequently communicate online and access websites.
Selwyn [14] looked into students' engagement with the Internet as a source of academic information for their studies. The results of the analysis suggest that students' academic Internet use is most strongly patterned along the lines of gender and subject-specialism rather than other individual characteristics or differences in technology access or expertise.
The aim of Jones et al. [8] was to explore U.S. college students' uses of the Internet in their studies and their perceptions of academic life online. The authors found that, in comparison to the year 2002, overall Internet use for academic purposes has increased. One of the findings is that students report generally positive opinions about the Internet's utility for academic work.
Kaur and Manhas [10] report a survey on the use of Internet services and resources in some engineering colleges in India. Results showed that all the respondents make frequent use of the Internet because they have access either at college or at home. More than 75% of the respondents use the Internet services mainly for educational and research purposes, whereas more than 70% of the respondents feel that the Internet is useful, informative, easy to use, inexpensive and time saving.
In their paper Udende and Azeez [15] presented the study which aimed to investigate the extent to which Nigerian university students use the Internet. It was found that only about 37% of respondents own a laptop or desktop computer, while only 26% students access the Internet daily. Most of them access it in Cyber cafes, with more than 80% students using the Internet for academic purposes.
Judd and Kennedy [9] studied how Australian biomedical students used the Internet on-campus in the period [2005] [2006] [2007] [2008] [2009] . Among other things, they found that e-mail used to be the primary method of electronic communication; however, its importance has been declining with the advent of social networks. Another finding is that both Google and Wikipedia gained in popularity over time while the use of other key information sources, including the library and biomedical portals, remained low throughout the study.
The aim of the research by Gürol [4] was to examine the relationship between a group of medicine faculty and health college students' level of Internet use and their views about the Internet with regard to their gender. The study showed that slightly less than half of the students use the Internet for academic purposes, and that female students go online less but stay connected longer.
Mostofa [13] studied the possibility of access and Internet usage among students in Bangladesh. According to the survey results, more than 56% of respondents use the Internet for educational purposes. The access point for them is mostly the university. The major problem faced by the students in their use of the Internet includes slow access speed.
In their study Horvat, Oreski and Markic [6] investigated attitudes toward the Internet usage among Croatian postgraduate students, as well as the gender disparity. Their findings show that overall Internet use is high and students report generally positive opinions about the Internet's utility for academic work. Furthermore, the gender gap in Internet usage among the respondents was existent but almost marginal. While female students spend more time working, researching and gathering information for their study, male students spend more time online playing games.
On the basis of the papers presented above it can be concluded that Internet use is an intriguing topic for experts and researchers around the world. Not surprisingly, students in developed countries have better Internet access.
In general, though, it is safe to say that students, regardless of their origin, accept the Internet as an important learning support, and that its impact in education process has been continuously increasing.
Instrument, sample and methods
A written anonymous survey was used for the research, which was conducted at six polytechnics, located in different regions of Croatia. The total number of students surveyed was 818. The following table shows the distribution of respondents in terms of gender, age groups, year of study and professional area of study. In our sample there were more female students, and students in the younger age group outnumbered the older group. Almost 2/3 of respondents were first-year students. The largest number of students attended study programmes in the area of social studies.
The collected data were analyzed using the methods of descriptive and inferential statistics. As for the latter, Mann-Whitney and KruskalWallis tests were used, and statistical significance was accepted at the level p<0.05.
Research results
Only 7 respondents stated that they did not own a computer, whereas 21 respondents replied they have no Internet access at home. This means that 811 surveyed students (99.1%) do own a computer, and 797 (97.4%) can go online from home. These results indicate that Croatian polytechnic students have the technical prerequisites for using computers and the Internet in the learning process, i.e. that they can participate in knowledge management activities.
The research aimed to investigate the frequency of using the Internet for a particular academic purpose:
Correspondence with teachers; Correspondence with students; Searching the web site of the polytechnic; Downloading course materials from teachers' web pages; Using the Internet as an additional source of teaching content and information; Submission of homework and reports in digital form; Participation in forum discussions on studyrelated issues.
Answers to all questions were on a five-point Likert scale (never, occasionally, sometimes, frequently, always). Table 2 contains the basic descriptive statistics calculated for the stated variables. On the basis of means that were calculated it can be concluded that students mostly use the Internet in order to search the web site of the polytechnic, as this was the only case where the mean was higher than 4. Furthermore, students frequently download course materials from teachers' web pages and use the Internet as an additional source of information when studying. According to the mean, the lowest Internet usage is for participation in forum discussions on study-related issues. In this particular case, the median and mode also had the lowest values. Another less popular usage is correspondence with teachers. The coefficients of variation indicate there is a large dispersion of all the analyzed distributions.
To establish whether the differences between male and female students in Internet usage are significant, the Mann-Whitney test was applied. Besides the test results, Table 3 lists also the means and medians calculated for both groups. The only variable where male respondents gave higher assessment than female students was participation in forum discussions on studyrelated issues. In all the other cases higher means and higher mean ranks were calculated for female respondents. The results of MannWhitney test showed the following differences in Internet usage to be statistically significant: searching the web site of the polytechnic, downloading course materials from teachers' web pages, using the Internet as an additional source of teaching content and information, and submission of homework and reports in digital form. Thus, according to the survey results, female students use the Internet more as a learning support. Table 4 contains descriptive statistics and the results of Mann-Whitney test with reference to age groups of students. According to the MannWhitney test, the following differences in Internet usage between younger and older students are statistically significant: correspondence with teachers, searching the web site of the polytechnic, downloading course materials from teachers' web pages, as well as using the Internet as an additional source of teaching content and information. Given that in all these cases higher values of mean ranks were calculated for older students, it can be concluded that they are the ones using the Internet for academic purposes to a greater extent. Table 5 presents descriptive statistics and the results of Mann-Whitney test with reference to the enrolled year of study. Judging from the values of means and mean ranks, first-year students use the Internet more than students from higher years to download course materials from teachers' web pages, submit homework and reports in digital form, and to participate in forum discussions on study-related issues. Second-and third-year students responded that they use the Internet more frequently in other analyzed cases. However, according to MannWhitney test, the only significant difference is the intensity of correspondence with teachers and downloading course materials from teachers' web pages. Table 6 contains the results of the KruskalWallis test, which was used to examine statistical significance of differences in Internet usage with regard to the professional area of study. Because of limited space, the associated descriptive statistics is not given here. On the basis of calculated mean ranks it can be concluded that biomedicine and health care students use the Internet more than other students when it comes to searching the web site of the polytechnic, downloading course materials from teachers' web pages, using the Internet as an additional source of teaching content and information, submission of homework and reports in digital form, and participation in forum discussions on studyrelated issues. Students enrolled in programmes in the area of social studies used Internet more than other students for correspondence with teachers, whereas students of technical studies used it more than others for correspondence with colleagues.
The lowest usage of the Internet as a learning support was shown by students of biotechnical studies. The results of Kruskal-Wallis test show that in all the analyzed cases there are at least two groups of students that differ from one another in terms of Internet usage frequency. Due to limited space, the paper does not give the results of Mann-Whitney test indicating the groups that show significant mutual differences. 
Conclusion
Over a relatively short period the Internet has become an essential learner and teacher support. Its crucial role in knowledge management projects arises from the fact that today the Internet is a basic tool for disseminating information and research results in the academic community. Our research shows that Croatian polytechnic students are well equipped, i.e. that they have all prerequisites to use the Internet in learning. Students go online frequently for some purposes; however, in some areas the potentials of Internet are underused. The research has also shown that female students, students in higher years, as well as students in the area of biomedicine and health care show a higher degree of Internet usage for academic purposes. The presented results should be taken with caution, though, as the research was based on subjective assessment of surveyed students. Since the use of Internet has not been sufficiently examined in Croatia, this study can be useful in making educational policy.
